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G. Jan Meulenbeld 


The search for clues to the chronology of Sanskrit 
medical texts, as illustrated by the history of bhavgd 


(Cannabis sativa Linn.) 


As a rule, anyone who tries to establish a reliable chronology of Sanskrit 
texts is confronted with complex or even baffling problems, and the medical 


literature of India forms no exception. 


As only in rare cases the dates of medical treatises are supplied by 
the authors themselves, available evidence of any kind has to be exploited 
to the full, in order to arrive at an approximate chronology. Many kinds of 
evidence can be used, such as the dates of the manuscripts, types of 
script, references to a royal patron, the genealogy of the author, the 


sources mentioned by him, quotations from earlier works, etc. 


However, this paper will not deal with these types of clue: instead, 
we shall examine internal evidence which betrays the stage of development 
of the Indian medical system. Changes in the Sanskrit medical literature of 
various periods, whether large or small, progressive or regressive, can be 


used in an attempt to establish a chronology. 


Unfortunately, so far only few studies have been devoted to the exposi- 
tion of the development within the Indian medical system. Moreover, those 
interested in this field of research are confronted by another impediment: 
the lack of adequate dictionaries and indexes. Finally, the sheer bulk of 
Sanskrit medical literature poses almost insurmountable problems of its 
own. Nevertheless, the present state of our knowledge is already such as to 


encourage further research. 


Since it is self-evident that no single scholar can read through the 
vast mass of Sanskrit literature, joint efforts are indispensable for the 
attainment of trustworthy results. The aim of this cooperation should be 
the discovery of chronological sequences that can be helpful in dating the 
texts, more or less like the guide fossils of geologists. The ultimate goal 
will perhaps be attained only in a rather remote future, after dictionaries 


of technical terms, plant names, formulas, etc., have been compiled. 
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For the time being, we should be satisfied with achieving more limited 
ends. This paper intends to make a minor contribution to our knowledge of 
the development of Indian medicine in the course of the ages, a contri- 


bution that may be useful for chronological purposes. 


I shall restrict myself to an examination of the developments in the 
materia medica. In the course of time, quite considerable changes occurred 
in this field; not merely additions which can be regarded as progressive, 
but also changes consisting of loss of knowledge, which should be regarded 


as regressive. 


The former category, with which I shall deal here, poses numerous 
problems. Firstly, it is necessary to emphasize that the appearance of a 
new name in the texts does not guarantee that a new medicinal substance has 
been introduced. Not infrequently new names are found which designate items 
already employed in the early texts. Secondly, some medical authors, for 
example Sodhala, introduced a large number of new medicinal plants which, 


not being adopted in texts of later ages, are useless for our purpose. 


Important for a chronology are those substances that appear, either 
singly or in groups, in a cluster of texts which may belong to the same 
period, and are adopted in a fairly large number of later treatises. An 
interesting group is formed by those items which are employed only rarely 
in the earlier stages, but are found more generally later. Not only the 
drug itself, but also the formulas in which it is used as an ingredient, 
and the spectrum of the indications for these formulas have to be studied 


in order to establish chronological sequences. 


We shall now turn to the discussion of a substance added to the mate- 
ria medica after the age of the classical samhitads of Caraka, SuSruta and 


Vagbhata. 


The item I would like to discuss is bhavgd, on of the most distinc- 
tive Sanskrit names of hemp, Cannabis sativa Linn., which is well-known for 
the intoxicating properties of the resinous substance produced by the 


female plants? The Indians were probably acquainted with hemp as a 


1. The only treatise known so far that distinguishes between the male and 
female plants, and mentions the intoxicating properties of the latter, 
is the anonymous Anandakanda (15.335cd-336). 


The search for clues 61 


fibre-yielding crop from early times, although it is still a matter of 


dispute whether they knew about its medicinal action in Vedic times.7 


The early medical samhitds do not mention Cannabis, in spite of asser- 


tions to the contrary.° 


One of the problems in the study of the use of Cannabis in Indian 


medicine is connected with the habit of Sanskrit medical authors to employ 


a series of synonyms in the description of plants. In this case the synonym 


vtjayd is almost useless in tracing the history of Cannabis in India, since 


See G. Watt, A dictionary of the economic products of India, II,105- 
1o6; A. A. Macdonell and A. B. Keith, Vedic index names and subjects, 
IT, 93. 

The word bhavigd does not occur in Vedic texts. The Rgveda (IX. 
61,13) uses bhariga as an epithet of soma. In the Atharvaveda bhavga 
is found twice; at VIII.8,3 where it is employed in a simile, it may 
designate Cannabis (Whitney translated ib as hemp; Darila, however, in 
his commentary to Kaugikasfitra 16.14, haS a different interpretation); 
it is one of five plants, headed by soma, in Atharvaveda XI.6,15; here 
too it may mean hemp (Whitney's translation; Sdyana, however, regards 
it as Sana). 

Cannabis sativa has been regarded as the plant that yielded soma 
(see the references to the literature on this subject, together with a 
discussion, in R. Gordon Wasson, Soma - Divine mushroom of immorta- 
lity, 128-129; 136; 139; 141; 145). 

Panini (V.2,4) mentions bhavigad as an agrarian crop (L. Renou was 
of the opinion that bhavigd, hemp, is meant). Katydyana, the author of 
the Varttikas on Panini, was acquainted with the pollen of bhangda 
(varttika to Panini V.2,29). 


G. Watt, op. cit., II,1l05; W. Dymock, C. J. H. Warden and D. Hooper, 
Pharmacographia Indica, III,320. Vaidya Bhagwan Dash (Fundamentals of 
Ayurvedic medicine, 142) states that Cannabis (called vtgayd in this 
case) is mentioned in the SuSrutasamhita as one of the members of the 
group of plants with poisonous roots. This statement is not correct 
since Sugruta (Kalpasthana 2.5, not Kalpasthdna 15.5, as referred to 
by Bhagwan Dash) enumerates a series of eight plants in a compound 
(ending in -dnt) of which vtijaya, not vtgayd, is the last member. The 
identity of this vijaya is unknown and it is improbable that Cannabis 
is meant, because of the roots of the latter are not described as 
poisonous. G. A. Grierson (The hemp plant in Sanskrit and Hindi 
literature, The Indian Antiquary 23, 1894,260-262) was also of the 
opinion that bhavgd is found in the SuSrutasamhita; the verse he 
refers to (Uttaratantra 11.5) contains a compound with bhaviga as its 
last member; the word bhaviga does not denote a plant here, but is 
used as an abbreviation of pattrabhanga, i.e. a leafy branch or the 
leaves (of the trees mentioned in the compound). 
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4 


this name is applied to a number of quite unrelated plants.” Only when 
commentators give us additional, and reliable, information, or when the 
context enables us to decide, can we be sure whether vijayd refers to hemp 
or another plant. Even the name bhavga itself is not free from ambiguities 
because it is also used to designate two other fibre crops. Hemacandra says 


5 


in his NighantuSesa~ that bhavgd is a synonym for Sana, i.e. Crotalaria 
juncea Linn., a leguminous plant known as Indian hemp, and the Kaiyadeva- 
nighantu. mentions bhayigad as one of the names of Sanapuspa which designates 
one or more species of Crotalaria.’ The same holds true for mdtuldnt as 

a synonym of bhangad; matuldnt is identical with Sana in the Nighantusesa, 
while Kaiyadeva Mentions it as a name for both Sanapuspa and Cannabis 
(bhangika).° Therefore bhavigd and mdtuldnt are ambiguous, being employed 


to designate not only Cannabis, but also Sana and Sanapuspa. 


In my view, this makes it uncertain that Cannabis is already referred 


to in the Amarakosa, the earliest lexicon listing bhavgd and mdtuldnt as 


9 


the two names of a particular plant.” Ksirasvamin, the famous commentator 


on the Amarakosa, adds to this uncertainty by mentioning Sana as the third 


name of the plant, while later commentators tend to agree with him. 1° The 


4. vtjayd may, apart from bhavigd, designate agnimantha (e.g. Sadrasani- 
ghantu 4.23), bald (Cakrapanidatta to Carakasamhita, Cikitsadsthana 2- 
5.44), durvd (Nighantusesa 378), haritakt (very often, e.g. Madanapala-— 
nighantu 1.20; Sadrasanighantu 6.15; Dalhana to Sugrutasamhitad, Uttara- 
tantra 24.21 and 39.196), tarkdri (Paryadyaratnamala 371), and vacd 
(Paryayaratnamala 59; Bhattotpala's commentary on Brhatsamhita 47.39). 


5. NighantuSsesa 397. 

6. Kaiyadevanighantu 3.93cd-95ab). 

7. Sanapuspt = Crotalaria verrucosa Linn. (Nadkarni, I, p. 394; Pharma- 
cagraphia Indica, I,400; Chopra's Glossary) or C. sericea Retz. = C. 
spectabilis Roth (Nighantu- Adarga, I, p. 411). 

8. Kaiyadevanighantu 1.1636 and 3.93cd-95ab. 

9. Amarakosa 2.9,20. 

Jo. Lingayastrin calls it a Sanavigesa, Mallinatha a bhavgdkhyadhanya- 
vigesa, and Bhanuji Diksita a Sandkhyasasyabheda. The synonyms found 
in other lexica are of the same type: Hemacandra's Abhidhanacintamani 


4.245: Sana = bhangad = matuldnt; Mankhakoga 115: bhargad = Sana; 
Purusottama's TrikdndaSesa 3.65: bhavgd = Sana. 
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fact that the word gana, although the name of a well-known and economical- 
ly important plant, is not recorded in Amarasimha's lexicon, increases the 
chance that the author, when mentioning bhavgd, had in mind Crotalaria 
juncea and not Cannabis sativa. Therefore I disagree with P. V. Sharma, who 
suggested! that the problem can be solved the other way round, by assuming 


that the gana of the commentators on the Amarakosa designates Cannabis. 


A striking illustration of the difficulties encountered in the identi- 
fication of plants called bhanga in early texts is the occurrence of bhangad 
in Ravigupta's Siddhasdra, a text dating from the middle of the seventh 
century. Two prescriptions of this treatise’? mention bhanga, but the 
context does not favour an interpretation of the term bhanga as designating 
Cannabis; moreover, the fact that bhanga does not figure in the Siddhasara- 


nighantu points in the same direction. 


Another rather early occurrence of the name bhanga is found in Ugra- 
ditya's Kalyanakaraka, an interesting medical treatise by a Jaina author 
who may have lived in the ninth century. Ugradditya recommends the use of 
young shoots of the plant against disorders of the voice. 3 There are no 


means to know for certain which plant the author had in mind. 


Equally doubtful is the identification of bhr7vgi, a plant mentioned in 
three recipes of the Haritasamhita. 14 Although bhrvgt is attested as one of 
the names of Cannabis (see below), it cannot be taken for granted that this 
identification is correct for the Haritasamhita, a text of uncertain 
chronology, which probably belongs to the period between 800 and 1200 A.D. 
Alix Raison, who edited and translated the first section of this treatise, 
appears to be confident that bhrvigt means Cannabis in all three recipes. 


The Hindi translation of the edition I consulted, however, gives the names 


11. Ayurveda ka vaijnanika itihadsa, 353. 


12. Siddhasara 5.135 (bhavgd) and 13.10 (bhavga). The editor and trans- 
lator of the Siddhasara, R. E. Emmerick, regards the term, in agree- 
ment with the Tibetan translation (gso-ma), as denoting Cannabis. In 
my view, leafy branches or the leaves (bhaviga as an abbreviation of 
pattrabhanga) are meant in the Sanskrit text (see note 3). 


13. Kalydnakaraka 16.66. 


14. Haritasamhita III.2,123; 8.30; 9.48. 
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of three different plants as the equivalents of bhrvgt, namely atis, 
bhavgard, and bhdavig. The Hindi translator, RavidattaSastri, renders bhrigi 
as bhdrg, i.e. bhavgd, in Harita's formula of cyavanapraSa only. It seems 
best to postpone any judgment on Harita's bhrvgi until a reliable text of 
this samhitd has been established, because it is well known that the text 


of this treatise is highly corrupt in all editions. 


The earliest incontestable reference to Cannabis as a medicinal sub- 
stance is found in Vangasena's CikitsSsSrasamgraha, 1° a work of the elev- 
enth or, at the latest, twelfth century. Vangasena mentions bhargd, to- 
gether with opium, as a drug with a type of action called vyavdayin, i.e. 
a substance which pervades the whole body before being metabolized. ! The 
same author prescribes Cannabis, calling it tndrdéana and trtbhavanavijaya, 


17 


in two rasayana-formulas. 


In my opinion, there can be no doubt that Cannabis was known to the 
author of the Yogaratnamala, a Tantric work, written in the twelfth, or the 
earlier half of the thirtheenth century, and ascribed to Nagarjuna. This 
text recommends the use of the smoke of mdtuldnt as a drug which makes 


; , are 1 
one's enemies feel possessed by evil spirits. 


19 


Cannabis is also prescribed, at least according to P. V. Sharma, in 
Sodhala's Gadanigraha, written about 1200. P. V. Sharma's statement needs 
confirmation by means of a reference to the text of the Gadanigraha, but it 
would not be surprising at all to find the plant there, since Sodhala 


F ane ; : 2 
mentions it in his Nighantu. ® 


15. Cakrapaéni's Sabdacandriké gives the following synonyms: vijayd, trat- 
lokyavtjayad, bhargd, jayd, according to G. A. Grierson (see note 3). 
This would be the earliest reference, if the author should be identi- 
cal with the Cakrapadnidatta who wrote the well-known commentary on the 
Carakasamhita. 

16. Vangasena, dipanapadcanadravyalaksanadhikara 19. 

17. Vangasena, rasayana 143 (trtbhuvanavijaya) and 407 (indrdégana). 


18. Yogaratnamala 69. 


19. Ayurveda ka vaijfanika itihasa, 353. 


wn 
OO 


20. Sodhalanighantu, I (Nadmasamgraha), 77 and 663; II (Gunasamgraha), 
and 569. 
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The next treatise in which Cannabis figures asa medicinal substance 
is the Sarngadharasamhitaé, composed in the thirtheenth century. Sarngadhara 
repeats the verse found in Vangasena's work, which describes bhavigd as 
vyavaytn in action," and moreover mentions it as an intoxicating drug, 
which confirms that bhavigd means Cannabis in his samhttd. The same author 
prescribes it in a formula against grahant and other disorders.73 Final- 
ly Sarngadhara recommends the use of vtjayd, explained as a synonym of 
bhanga in this particular context by the commentators Adhamalla and Kasi- 


rdma, in another recipe, to be employed in grahant as velar” 


Further developments of the indications for Cannabis in Indian medi- 
, ; #4 26 ‘ : 
cine still have to be explored. > RasaSastra-texts mention it rather 
frequently as one of the ingredients of rasayogas, to be prescribed 


27 


against grahant~’ and various other diseases. 


Among the Nighantus and Dravyaguna-texts which mention Cannabis, the 
earliest ones are the uathasacrayyaennae to be dated in the period 
1lloo-1250, and the Sodhalanighantu, 7? dating from about 1200. The former 
calls it bhavigd, the latter bhrvigt. The plant is described as bhangi in 


21. Sarngadharasamhita 1.4,19cd-2oab. 
20s EF 383s 

23. %I1.6,72. 

24. II.12,256. 


25. The therapeutic indications of Cannabis and 51 formulas containing it 
have been collected by Vaidya Bhagwan Dash (Fundamentals of Ayurvedic 
medicine, 144-146 and 154-156). 


26. The Anandakanda (assigned to the tenth century by Bhagwan Dash, Funda- 
mentals, 142, but to the tenth-thirteenth century of the Vikrama era 
by its editor, Radhakrsna Sastri) contains an elaborate description of 
Cannbis, its preparations, uses, and effects (15.313-499). This text 
employs the plant for rasdyana and vdjtkarana purposes; it also 
describes overuse and its treatment (15.485-499). See on Cannabis in 
the Anandakanda: Vaidya Bhagwan Dash, Fundamentals of Ayurvedic medi- 
cine, 142-144. 


27. E.g. Rasayogasdgara, Kakaradi nos. 513 (vtgayd), 517 (gaya), 529 (vtja- 
ya), 535 (bharga). 


28. Madhavadravyaguna 1.63. 


29. See note 20. 
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in the Dhanvantarinighantu,°° dating from the period looo-1lloo, as bhanga 


31 written in 1375, as bhavgt and bhrrigi in the 


in the Madanapalanighantu, 
Sadrasanighantu,°~ assigned to the early fifteenth century, and as bhangtka 
in the Kaiyadevanighantu, °° dating from the same period. The name gavgja 
appears for the first time in the sixteenth century, in the Bhadvaprakasa- 


34 


nighantu and Todara's Ayurvedasaukhya, 2° but related names are recorded 
earlier: gavjakinit is one of the synonyms occurring in the Dhanvantari- 
nighantu, while gavigdytkd is found in the Kaiyadevanighantu. 

36 which are not mentioned in the Nighantus, 


37 


Some names of Cannabis, 
are apparently favourites in RasaSastra-texts and Tantric literature. 


These names, eviqadagnetnees trat lokyavigaya , 3? Sakrdgana ,*° etc., begin 


30. Dhanvantarinighantu 1.130-131. 
31. Madanapalanighantu 1.333. 

32. Sadrasanighantu 4.74. 

33. Kaiyadevanighantu 1.1636cd-1637. 


34. BhavaprakaSanighantu, haritakyadivarga 233. The name gavja is also 
found in the Anandakanda (15.337 and 340). According to Bhagwan Dash 
(Fundamentals, 153, note 16), the product obtained from the male and 
the pollinated female plants is known as bharigd, whereas that from the 
unpollinated female plants is called gaviga. Dymock, Warden and Hooper 
(Pharmacographia Indica, III, 330-331) mention that the dried leaves 
are called bhavig, whereas gavgad is the name given to the flowering 
tops of the female plant. 


35. Bhagwan Dash and Lalitesh Kashyap, Materia Medica of Ayurveda based on 
Ayurveda Saukhyam of Todaradnanda, 31.150ab. 


36. Bhagwan Dash has listed 43 synonyms of bhavgd (Fundamentals, 152, note 
9), partially taken from the Anandakanda (15.337-338). 


37. A Tantric text that prescribes Cannabis is the Srikalinityarcana (Bhag- 
wan Dash, Fundamentals, 151, note 4; 153, note 13). See also P. V. 
Sharma's article, Tantrik influence on Sarngadhara (Ancient Science of 
Life 3,3, January 1984, 129-131) for some references to Cannabis in 
Tantric literature. 

38. Rasayogasagara, Pakarddi no. 559. 


39. Rasayogasagara, Cakdrddi no. 258; Pakaradi no. 118. Kamaratna 6.28. 


4o. Rasayogasagara, Kakaradi no. 54o. 
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to be adopted by authors of medical treatises from the sixteenth century 
onwards.4? It should be remembered, though, that Vangasena is an exception 
to this rule since we have seen that he uses the names tndrdégana and 


42 


trtbhuvanavitjaya in some rasdyana-formulas. 


In summary, it can be stated that the use of Cannabis is attested in 
Indian medicine since the eleventh or twelfth century. Provisionally, texts 
describing or prescribing it should not be assigned to earlier periods 
unless convincing proof to the contrary can be adduced. Nevertheless, a 
thorough research should be carried out in order to establish more ac- 
curately the lower chronological limit of the medicinal use of this plant. 
The names bhavigd, bhangt, etc., mdtulant, and vtgjayd are commonly employed 
in medieval texts while later, from the sixteenth century onwards, gavjd is 
added to the synonyms, although it did not become a current name in 
prescriptions. Rasagastra- and Tantric texts are characterized by their 
preference for a peculiar set of names such as tratlokyavtjayd and Sakrdaéa- 


na. 


More research is needed on the disorders against which Cannabis was 
prescribed during the various periods of the history of Indian medicine, 
and on the development of the compound medicines containing Cannabis as one 
of their ingredients. The use of the plant by Indian physicians should be 
compared with its uses in Islamic medicine, with a view to investigate to 
what degree the latter system determined the range of indications in Indian 


medicine. 


41. Todara's Ayurvedasaukhya (ed. Bhagwan Dash and Lalitesh Kashyap, Part 
two), atisara 220, grahani 130 and 165 (Sakrdéana); Harsakirti's 
Yogacintamani, p. 26 (Sakrdgana). 


42. See note 17. 
43. Vernacular poets refer to Cannabis as a substance used by warriors and 


Siva-worshippers; a Rajput poet composed a song in praise of bhang 
(see G. A. Grierson's article). 
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